
CHEMISTRY THAT FITS
JIGSAW KIT HELPS STUDENTS SOLVE THE PUZZLE OF FORMULAE

Chemistry jigsaws
Peter Hollamby
Waltham Cross: Teaching Resources 2008
£21.83 ex VAT;  www.mutr.co.uk

This resource, which comprises a book, a CD-ROM and 
a molecular jigsaw kit, is a joy for anyone interested in 
the mysteries of the chemical world around us. The 
accompanying jigsaw kit makes learning fun, is 
challenging and will help students develop a clear 
understanding of formulae and equations. 

The book’s introduction explains clearly how to use 
the kit. Fourteen chapters cover almost 100 
compounds and include ‘smelly, horrible, hot ‘n spicy, 
poisonous, and naughty molecules’, which will 
immediately appeal to the average 14-year old. The 
fi nal chapter provides a few chemical reactions to try at 
home and model with the jigsaw kit. 

The presentation is excellent. Each page contains 
the name and formula of a substance, a skeletal 
formula of the molecule, a list of the jigsaw parts 
needed to construct the molecule, one or two relevant 
pictures, which put the substance into everyday 
context, and information about the chemical. Where 
met, diffi  cult words are explained simply, eg 

anticoagulant – blood-
thinning. Only the most 
able student could use 
the jigsaws to build the 
molecules from just the 
skeletal formulae so the 
appendix includes useful pictures of the molecules 
constructed from the jigsaw parts.

A disappointment for me was the CD-ROM, which 
contains only a recording of each of the chemical 
names to help with reading. I expect a CD-ROM 
accompanying a textbook to add something special. 
Perhaps the author might consider adding a recording 
of himself reading the information contained within 
the book so that students who avoid reading might 
then, encouraged perhaps by their teachers, load the 
tracks onto their MP3 players and listen.

This complete set will make an excellent gift for the 
13–14-year olds in the family (a slightly cheaper 
version with only the book and CD-ROM is also 
available). The author has advised me that there is also 
software support available, which teachers can buy 
using e-credits and get free jigsaw kits with the 
software.
Wendy Pitt

HOW DOES YOUR GARDEN GROW?

Chemistry in the garden
J. R. Hanson
Cambridge: RSC 2007
£14.95;  Pp158;  ISBN 978 0 85 404897 7

‘Chemistry determines much of what happens in the 
garden’ are the opening words of this wide-ranging 
book, which takes us through the subject in eight 
chapters. A chapter on the biosynthetic relationship of 
natural products has a useful overview of the pathways 
used to make this amazing cornucopia of molecules, 
including a reminder of the important roles played by 
the isoprenoid unit and by acetyl coenzyme A. 

An impressive feature of the book is its coverage of 
‘bread-and-butter’ substances, such as the properties 
that make cellulose such an important structural 
material. In the chapter on soil we learn of its organic 
and mineral content, and of the important roles of pH, 
nutrients and microbial interactions. 

More obvious is the importance of pigments, such 
as anthocyanins, to the appearance of plants and of 
the range of substances found in fl oral scents. In 

several places we are reminded of the relationship of 
plants with insects, for example the ability of plants to 
produce antifeedants (eg the glucosinolate sinigrin in 
cabbage), as well as volatiles that prime neighbouring 
plants to switch on their defences, or summon 
predators of pests. Terpenes, for example, are produced 
when white caterpillars damage cabbage leaves and 
summon parasitic wasps which lay their eggs in the 
caterpillars.

No book of this length can be fully comprehensive, 
but when I tested it with molecules that came to mind, 
such as glyphosate (present in Roundup herbicide) and 
galanthamine (the Alzheimer’s drug found in daff odils), 
I found them, likewise the organosulfur compounds in 
onions and in garlic. The book includes a thorough 
index and has a good bibliography. 

Priced at £14.95, this is especially good value for a 
hardback. I recommend this book to A-level teachers 
not just for themselves, but also to give to students 
who want to discover organic chemistry beyond that 
in the A-level chemistry specifi cations.
Simon Cotton

S EXCITING GAS 
DEMOS ON DVD 

It’s a gas
Peter Wothers
Cambridge: University of Cambridge 
Department of Chemistry 2007
£5.00;  59 minutes;  
www-openday.ch.cam.ac.uk

Every year as part of the Cambridge 
Science Festival, the University of 
Cambridge’s department of chemistry 
opens its doors to the public and hosts a 
range of activities. One event, aimed at 
ages 5+, is a free chemistry demonstration 
lecture. This DVD is a recording of the 2007 
lecture given by Peter Wothers who, as the 
title suggests, talks about gases. 

Wothers starts by talking about the 
composition of the air and atmospheric 
pressure, before going on to look at the 
properties and reactions of each gas in 
more detail. The main gases covered are 
oxygen, carbon dioxide, hydrogen and 
nitrogen with passing reference to a few 
others. With access to liquid oxygen, liquid 
nitrogen and dry ice as well as the 
resources of a large chemistry department, 
Wothers does demonstrations that are now 
usually beyond the humble school 
chemistry department, eg exploding 
nitrogen tri-iodide and burning a biscuit in 
liquid oxygen. The only demonstration that 
I had not seen before was striking a match 
in a bag fi lled with hydrogen. 

Although teachers will have seen many 
of these experiments before, their students 
will not have. The lecture would be suitable 
in its entirety for many Key Stage 3 science 
classes and selected demonstrations could 
be used to support Key Stage 4 lessons. The 
talk contains little explanation or detail but 
that is not its aim, its goal is to inspire and 
entertain. Any science teacher could show 
the talk to a class and supply the theory 
behind the reactions. 

This DVD is excellent value priced at only 
£5 and all school science departments 
should have a copy. I am about to order the 
2006 and 2008 lectures, which cover the 
chemistry of light and the chemicals that 
make up the world around us.
Nigel Colenutt  
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